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This paper asks three key questions about the idea of reinventing the university: 

	What could ‘reinventing the university’ mean?
	How far can ‘the university’ actually be reinvented?
	What should we do (and not do) in order to achieve enhancement?

The Literature on Reinvention

In answering the first of these I draw on some of the literature which discusses the need for reinvention of universities as well as looking at two examples of fundamental changes that appear to be happening in Europe and South Africa. To qualify as ‘reinventing’ I have looked for changes which involve taking significant and well-embedded institutions and practices and them re-organizing them into something distinctively new within a relatively short time-frame. The concept of “reinvention” is distinguished from that of “transformation” in that changed formations in some way “contain” or “re-use” the old ones whereas the concept of transformation suggests more thorough change, with little or no legacy of previous formations. Of course, in a South African context the word “transformation” is also heavily loaded with what I refer to below as codes of signification. 

Reading the literature which deals with “reinvention” of higher education, of universities or of the academy is, I have to say, a depressing business.  Much of it presents a litany of problems with the university system. Various authors give a cry of anguish about the perceived mismatch between social needs and current university provision.  This is true whatever the ideological position of the author, though of course the character of the proposed "reinvention" varies according to their ideological stance. Almost none of these authors bother too much about how their vision of reinvention will actually be implemented, nor do they recognise the difficulties involved.  

These variously suggest the need for fundamental changes in: 
	curriculum; 
	management approaches; 
	the composition of the student body; 
	academics’ working practices and attitudes; 
	universities’ role in society;
	approaches to learning and teaching

Much of this work lacks any sophisticated understanding of the nature of universities as social institutions and most of it is devoid of any explicit theory of change.  It is these two areas which I want to concentrate on in this paper.

To get a little more specific: in the area of curriculum we have Sinnott and Johnson (1996), whose book shares our conference title, and who offer (to quote the cover text) a…

"…radically new vision of how the university might become a special sort of workplace/community of thinkers and doers, working together to understand and solve real human problems, in a competitive global market". 

Barnett and Coates (2005) address much the same issue (curricular change) from a different ideological standpoint. They envisage a curriculum with human beings at the centre, one which enables students to become engaged with learning rather than to acquire skills “in a global market”. Students should be triply engaged: in knowing, acting and being. Higher education in the 21st century should involve creating spaces for this to happen rather than over-designing the curriculum which fills spaces (eg supposed gaps in skills). Three kinds of space are needed: epistemological, practical and ontological. We have to reinvent the curriculum, they argue, because curriculum-change-by-stealth is already happening – the performativity agenda is holding sway.

But neither of these proposals offers any real implementation strategy. We have to assume some magical force at work bringing these visions about. Unfortunately, there are no magical solutions, and no quick fixes. In addition these authors make large assumptions about the wants and needs of students generally and place upon them the imperatives for change. Too often students are made to play this role of “imaginary friends” (Magalhaes and Amaral, 2000), in whose mouths all sorts of demands for action are placed (just as children shift the responsibility for demands or actions onto their own imaginary friends). 

In the area of ICT, meanwhile, Hazemi et al (1998) inform us that university education is being revolutionised by the use of web-based teaching and learning systems and that this will have a fundamental impact on all aspects of university life. This kind of revolutionary technological determinism is much in evidence nowadays, but Brown and Duguid in their book The Social Life of Information (2000) have given us good reasons to doubt such a fundamental impact of technology alone. Heralds have announced many new ages for education in the past and yet, as Farrell (2000) reminds us, things haven’t really changed all that much. 

Stephen Brown (1998) on the other hand recommends a less ambitious approach, suggesting that "blended learning" is the most appropriate form of reinvention.  A limited and simple electronic campus can integrate with the "real" campus in cost-effective ways while not attempting to replace it, as has been done at De Montfort University in the UK. Although his title is, a like ours, "reinventing the University", this approach to reinvention is a decidedly small scale affair, and can be operationalised in one year according to his account (Brown, 1998, p. 36).

Moving to the area of management and finance, Robin Middlehurst (1997) suggests that the reinvention of higher education presents a significant leadership challenge which must not be shirked. Again, she argues that external and internal changes affecting higher education require institutions to redefine missions, purposes and practices. They should ‘tear down walls’ and realign their purposes, roles and functions in new ways. 

Why is this necessary?  Middlehurst lists for as some of the obvious changes which have happened to higher education worldwide and I will add some of my own:

	the reduction in the unit of resource – the income received by universities from the state per student 
	the increased use of “bid and deliver” funding arrangements
	the increased use of service standard agreements
	developing market mechanisms and relationships on a global scale
	the increased numbers of students
	the increased diversity and different levels of preparedness within the student body 
	escalating capital costs as information technologies develop
	changing conceptions of public management towards new managerialist models
	the delegitimation of the authority of academics
	the increasing permeability of the boundaries of “higher education" and competition for its "business" in both research and teaching, and
	the rise of the regulatory state 

Moving to broader social changes and their impact within universities, Ron Barnett has made a number of proposals for the reinvention of higher education (2000; 2003) in an attempt to define a significant "idea of the university" in a postmodern age. Today we face a situation of “supercomplexity”, he argues, part of the postmodern condition.  A state of supercomplexity means that we have to deal with (even revel in) multiple narratives which are constantly challenged in a chaotic world, the University has an important role to play.  Universities need to go beyond being entrepreneurial to become supercomplex, says Barnett. Researchers need to become public intellectuals, and transdisciplinarity should be the norm. Engagement with multiple communities, purposive renewal and collective self scrutiny as well as communicative tolerance should be the distinctive characteristics of a supercomplex, reinvented University.

Changes on the Ground

Looking at actual changes on the ground I’d like to focus on two examples of attempts at ‘reinvention’, one in South Africa and the other in Europe. 

In South Africa we have recently seen:

	a revolution in student enrolments generally;
	institutional mergers;
	changes in the student composition of universities with different legacies; 
	increases in representation in the student body of racial groups previously in minorities there;
	changes in curricular structures towards a programmatic orientation rather than a disciplinary one, and
	women, particularly African women, being increasingly well represented among the student body generally but concentrated in specific fields and levels of higher education. 
(Cooper and Subotzky, 2001)

From perspective on an outsider (a UK perspective) at least, one of the key tensions appears to arise because of the attempt to reinvent the curriculum which has led to competition between two discourses that the nature and structure of higher education.  

One, the disciplinary discourse, refers to "the traditional currency of courses and qualifications, based on longstanding academic propositions about the need for sequential learning within defined disciplines" (Ensor, 2003, p 342).  The other is the credit exchange discourse, based on the modular programmes and the accumulation of credits with students able to choose modules and construct their own programmes of study in a flexible way, allowing for the more seamless interface between work and study. From this point of view transdisciplinary, flexible Mode II knowledge formations will progressively gain ascendancy over outdated disciplinary Mode I knowledge structures, which will largely wither away (Gibbons et al, 1994)

The credit exchange discourse is found in many South African policy documents. In particular its National Qualifications Framework is based on this discourse, recommending the organization of higher education by programmes rather than departments. This approach is propagated by senior figures in higher education system there who draw on the work of Scott (1995) and Gibbons et al (1994) to provide a rationale for this reworked model of higher education. 

Like that of many of the authors alluded to above, the argument underpinning the credit exchange discourse is that globalisation and the needs of developing and developed economies require a more "up-to-date" structure of higher education.  How robust that argument is need not detain us here: the point here is to examine the attempt at reinventing the curriculum and the discourse associated with it

The problem for the influential academics and policy makers who promote the credit exchange model and discourse is that most faculties of science and humanities in South Africa are orientated around Mode I disciplinary discourse.  The curricular implications of this involve organising modules or courses into coherent pathways, linear in nature, with the aim of inducting students into a discipline in a kind of apprenticeship.  The attempt to impose a credit exchange model and its discourse within institutions has been accompanied by different levels of anxiety and turmoil (Moore, 2003).  Where attempts have been made to reorganise the undergraduate curriculum wholesale along credit exchange lines there has been great antagonism from some academics.  Battle lines were drawn and conflict broke out between those determined to retain the disciplinary discourse and the ideology underpinning it on the one hand, and those determined to implement a credit exchange curriculum and a different discourse and ideology on the other. The details of these battles are spelled out in the work of Ensor (1998, 2001, 2003) and of Moore (2003).

Moore (2003) offers two institutional case studies of this conflict, both universities in South Africa - UniA and UniB, as he calls them:

"While in both contexts we have seen academics respond negatively to the policy, resentful at their loss of autonomy, at the challenge to well-established roles and identities, and at the escalation of their administrative loads. These were features of the UniA context mostly at the start of the programmatization process, and by early 2000, these resentments seem to have been replaced by a general acceptance, even enthusiasm in some quarters for the new arrangements.  At UniB, by contrast, protests challenges and conflict have been much more persistent, and some of the programme constructs have been much more unstable as a consequence."  (Moore, 2003, page 135).

Reinvention, then, is not an easy process and does not happen in a vacuum.

In Western Europe meanwhile major changes have been happening within individual countries since the 1960s, but the path of development has been very different among them.  Developments "have largely been a reflection of different national cultures, historic traditions, geography, and pragmatic political decisions" according to Kyvic (2003). Where common trends can be identified it seems that Western European systems have upgraded vocational programmes to higher education, integrated small specialised institutions into larger multidisciplinary and multipurpose ones and developed a unified college sector within a binary higher education system. Kyvic asks whether the binary model - with its clear distinction between universities and colleges - will become the dominant higher education system in Western Europe or whether this is merely a stage towards a unified very homogenous university system as a result of academic drift in colleges and "vocational drift" in many universities.  

The evidence he carefully assembles is inconclusive. Even with the potentially homogenizing influence of the Bologna process, which seeks to achieve common curricular structures and a common higher education space across Western Europe, the evidence pointing to homogenization in systemic characteristics is far from clear. The influence of cultures and context, of history and of place, is too powerful to allow the Bologna dream of European homogenization to ever occur, I argue (Trowler 2003, and Trowler, forthcoming). One example, to concretise this statement, is the Swedish case. Although Sweden is signed up to the Bologna process, for the Swedes the credit transfer system it incorporates is highly problematic because it threatens their social-democratically-inspired preference to award pass-fail grades rather than what they have traditionally considered to be divisive percentages. Another more common issue in other countries is the Bologna imperative to shift to a three-year undergraduate degree and two-year masters which, for some, represents a significant and highly problematic change not only in terms of time but in relation to what an undergraduate or masters degree actually signifies (Witte, forthcoming). This example too shows that Kyvic is right to point to the significance of cultures, traditions, and previous practices as influencing in very significant ways attempts at reinvention. 

What, if anything, to these differing attempts at or proposals for "reinvention" in the literature and on the ground have in common?  They all suggest that:

	things have changed outside the University requiring reinvention inside
	that substantial change is necessary
	that we need to take from what we already have but reconfigure it and add new elements
	and they all take a "totalising" approach: that is they operate at a highly level of abstraction and generality. At a policy level this manifests itself as a technical-rational approach, based on target-setting, a system of sanctions and rewards and of careful monitoring. It is an approach which tends to lack awareness of diversity on the ground or the complexity of the ‘rough terrain’ there.

Any attempt at fundamental change in universities individually or higher education as a whole requires a clear understanding of the current situation on the ground as well as the ‘back-story’ – the narratives about what led up to that situation. Also necessary is a good theory of change.  

Without these there is a clear danger of a huge implementation gap developing – of surprise outcomes far different from initial visions. With them, and a number of other prerequisites, there is the potential to enhance the situation that currently exists: the whether this can go as far as "reinvention" is the topic of my next question: how far can "the university" actually be reinvented?

The concept of “reinvention” is highly agentic: it assumes that the individually and collectively we can make and remake our own institutions, our own futures. Some have argued that post-industrialism brings us to a new situation where men and women do make their own history, and themselves, largely unfettered. They have significant choices and significant resources. As we saw above, in Barnett’s (hypothesised) world of ‘supercomplexity’ guiding structures are gone and narratives about the self and the world must be chosen almost on a moment-by-moment basis.

But the history of invention and reinvention always leaves residues in the present: discursive residues; residues in practices; residues in architecture and internal spaces; ideological and cultural residues. This is significant for the concept of agency. As Marx (1852) says:

Men [and women] make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past 

Structural forces undoubtedly do continue to exist, if by structures we mean properties which lend coherence and relative permanence to social practices in different times and locales (Giddens, 1984). A South African audience is certainly one which does not need lessons about the legacy of history nor the significance of socio-economic structures.

There is a further problem with our conference title beyond the agentic character of the notion of ‘reinvention’. It is this: “the University” is a singular noun for a protean phenomenon. Universities, as Alvesson (2002) tells us, have multiple cultural configurations. There are multiple departments and even workgroups within departments, each of which is - on a day-to-day basis - generating practices that will become recurrent and ways of seeing the world as well as enacted those which are already in existence. In doing so they are creating a system of cultural diversity even within a single institution. 

Elsewhere (Trowler and Cooper, 2002) I have talked about the significance of this for teaching and learning practices: the development of ‘teaching and learning regimes’ at the workgroup level creates a situation in which recurrent practices, tacit assumptions, theories of teaching and learning, power relations and identity formation are uniquely developed at the local level. Workgroups are engaged in meaning-making on a day-to-day basis. As they interact codes of signification develop, imbuing both cognitive and affective responses in signs and discourse (I earlier gave the example of the sign ‘transformation’ to illustrate this: a fairly neutral concept in the UK, but certainly not in South Africa). In one very important sense the constituent parts of universities reinvent themselves on a daily basis as they constitute and reconstitute identities, power relationships and sets of meaning.

These ideas are based on social practice theory, which argues that engagement on a common project over extended periods of time involves the development of meaning, of usually-unconsidered recurrent practices and of patterns of power relations and of subjectivities. These processes, and their outcomes, have significant implications for the reception, understanding and implementation of change initiatives. The particular meanings and practices developed within workgroups act as prisms or filters which refract policy, and of course the same thing happens on a larger scale too. 

This is why the Bologna project will not work as originally intended and why a wholesale shift to Mode II knowledge will not happen either – at least in the way and to the extent that such a shift was originally envisaged.

Meanwhile, moving up a level of analysis or two, at the national and global level academic tribes occupy their disciplinary territories and have, as Tony Becher and I have shown (2001), unique patterns of practices, values, attitudes, expectations which again significantly condition the reception, understanding and implementation of change. As Moore demonstrated in the study I mentioned above, these kinds of disciplinary differences are also very significant in any attempt to the remake the University or its curriculum. 

Thus in my third question I have deliberately dropped the concept of “reinvention”, considering this ambition to be more hallucinatory than visionary. My question has become: what should we do (or not do) in order to achieve enhancement?

The corollary of my argument so far is that wholesale reinvention is not possible. However, a less ambitious goal of enhancement is, I think, something that we can expect. 

From the policymakers’ point of view, it is extremely important to be aware of the multiple cultural contexts in which academics operate. Initiatives and innovations will inevitably be received in different ways in these different contexts, and policy makers would do well to be aware that contextual characteristics will shape the outcomes of initiatives in very important ways. No one can expect policy makers at the national level to have anthropological awareness of the whole university system. But one can expect them to know that trying to conduct “agribusiness” in the “market garden” of the university system will not work (Becher and Trowler, 2001).

From the point of view of those on the ground however – Lipsky’s street level bureaucrats (1980) - it is important to constantly mindful of the fact that fundamental change usually involves struggle between competing ideologies and interests. At the moment in the UK there is a danger of academics sleepwalking into a higher education system whose primary mission is about "transferable skills" where managerialist discourses and practices are uncritically imported from the business world. This is what Barnett calls the "slide to performativity" – the slip in discourse and practices as the skills agenda and the mechanised approach to higher education takes hold. It involves a shift in power relationships as well as curricular change. As Nixon et al say: We must beware attempts to ‘corral academic professionalism within the parameters of outcome statements and competence thresholds’ (Nixon, Marks, Roland and Walker, 2001, 231), although the discourses of performativity both broader and deeper than those examples.

Today the dangers to academic professionalism are many, and sometimes it is difficult to distinguish the forces which may genuinely operate for the general good, assuring and enhancing quality, empowering students, increasing social mobility and equity, and those which diminish higher education, disempower and degrade the working conditions of professionals, impoverish their work and in the end leave students without the range of experiences and qualities that higher education has traditionally sought to imbue. 

Where we do want to make significant enhancements, then, both social practice theory and sometimes-bitter experience have a number of pointers to offer. I set them out briefly here because I have, with others, elaborated them fully elsewhere (see, for example, Trowler, Saunders and Knight, 2002). 

First: be realistic. Fundamental change rarely occurs because we almost never have a tabula rasa. Change usually comes out of compromise solutions to conflict, out of conflicting purposes in different sets of understanding, as both Maurice Kogan and Stephen Ball have noted:

“The system of institutions and practices, values and rules, is a historical accumulation or sedimentation of compromise solutions to past conflicts” (Kogan, 1978, 117-8)

“Most policies are ramshackle, compromise, hit-and-miss affairs, that are reworked, tinkered with, nuanced and inflected through complex processes of influence, text production, dissemination and, ultimately, re-creation in contexts of practice” Ball, 1998, p 126)

Because of this change initiatives don’t come in single, sensible units but tend to involve bundles of proposals which very frequently are internally incoherent. And then, of course, such initiatives are received by different audiences in different ways. Or they are never received, or are simply ignored. 

Second, it is important to be aware of the significance of analytical levels. Strategies for change need to be directed at the appropriate place as well as needing to take the appropriate form. For example it may be unreasonable to expect courses in teaching for higher education lecturers - focused on individual academics - to bring about fundamental changes to the teaching practices and values and attitudes associated with teaching and learning within the institution as a whole (Trowler, Fanghanel and Wareham, 2005) . Yet this heavy burden is often laid at the door of teacher education courses in Europe. 

One very significant level of analysis that is often forgotten in attempts to enhance practice is the meso level: workgroups at the departmental and sub departmental level. Social practice theory suggests that this is a crucial site of cultural construction and reconstruction as well as cultural enactment enactment: change agents ignore it at their peril. Change agents need to think about workgroups as well as about individuals and whole institutions, and workgroups develop ways of being and operating in the world which are remarkably resistant to change, even from within. Workgroups develop recurrent unconsidered practices which tend to persist even in changing or surprising contexts, as Auden (1940) reminds us:

About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters; how well, they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,
had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

Third, thinking about workgroups rather than just individuals or about institutions is important because workgroups develop ways of seeing and doing in recurrent ways. This means that they:

•	Read and interpret ‘signs’ (in new proposals) in ways that are sometimes difficult to predict
•	‘Filter’ and refract policy initiatives in ways that are also somewhat difficult to predict, though we know that polices are usually “domesticated” to become more compatible with old ways.
•	Often use coping strategies, policy reconstruction, or simple avoidance as well as compliance – 
•	Take up and use new tools in ways which both affects and is affected by workgroup practices
•	Have locally determined notions of ‘profitability’ (Levine, 1980) which influence in significant ways how initiatives are received and put into action

The overall effect is to lead to an “implementation gap”- a gulf between original intentions (usually very messy and contradictory anyway) and the diversity of outcomes on the ground. 

Workgroups, too, do not only filter the reception of initiatives and the way they are put into practice at the horizontal level, with different patterns in different places. They also exist along the chain of implementation of an initiative in a vertical sense – at the level of national policy-making (the policy elite), at the institutional level (a university’s “top team”), at the departmental level (the HoD and the management team there) and at the point of implementation, in the university classroom with it different participants there. As initiatives move down and back up the implementation staircase (Reynolds and Saunders, 1987) a process of filtering and refraction is going on. In the end, the pudding eaten is usually a far cry from the original recipe (Raab, 1994, p 24). 

In addition to all this, workgroups develop ‘back-stories’: narratives about themselves and their histories. It is not only the current context which influences the reception received by proposals for enhancement, it is the narratives about the past and the events and people who populate it. These back-stories are found everywhere, indeed, according to one author at least, a place without a back-story, without a history and a set of contextualised social relations and identities, is not a place at all:

“If a place can be defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity will be a non-place” (Auge, 1995, p 78)

It is clear from this discussion that we should expect a number of things about attempts to bring about change for the better. These include the following:

•	There will be different outcomes in different locales. (Because workgroups in different locales develop different sets of practices, assumptions and back-stories)
•	There will be resistance and reconstruction locally - or simply ignoring, or being ignorant of, change initiatives. (Because there will be winners and losers, and threats to existing assumptions, practices, power relations and relationship based on personal and professional identities, built up over time)
•	The real meaning of a project for those engaged in it will develop as they work on it, and this again will be different in different places and different positions on the implementation staircase. Machado put it rather better: 

Traveller, your footprints
are the only road, nothing else.
Traveller, there is no road;
you make your own path as you walk.
As you walk, you make your own road,
and when you look back
you see the path
you will never travel again.
Traveller, there is no road
only a ship's wake on the sea.
(Machado, 2003)

•	That even practitioners-as-planners will lose sight of local diversity and constraints upon action as they engage in a workgroup whose task is planning rather than one whose task is “delivery” of some new way of doing things.
•	That ‘signs’ are read in different ways - and readings are difficult to predict. So what for one workgroup is unproblematic – even signifying only positive connotations – for another might be read very differently. 




The paper has cast considerable doubt on the notion of “reinventing the university”. Reinvention appears to be too agentic as a concept, ignoring as it does the significance of social structures, contexts and histories. And the notion of “the university” as a singular noun is dubious because of the essentially protean character of universities as social institutions. Sadly, visions of fundamental, rapid and uniform changes are more often than not likely to turn out to be hallucinations based on an ill-founded grip on the complexities of realities on the ground. 

However in one sense “reinvention” is both desirable and possible, though only in quite a limited sense. “Reinventing the wheel” has become a cliché, meaning the waste of effort expended in solving a problem or finding a solution which has already been solved or found. Yet the corollary of the argument of this paper is that wheel reinvention, at least, is actually very desirable - indeed is a necessary part of successful change. 

A reinvented wheel is a wheel more likely to suit local circumstances, one which is different in significant ways from other versions. Moreover, a reinvented wheel is one which “belongs” in a very significant sense to those who have laboured on it. It is their wheel. Innovations which embed and enhance practices tend to be first “domesticated” in this way – re-shaped to fit local cultures and local needs, and in the process to become seen as part of them. Initiatives for enhancement which are low fidelity – ie which leave room for domestication of this sort – are more likely to succeed than hi-fidelity, fully specified solutions which are hauled from one place to another. 
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